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ABSTRACT

Mediareations can be important to the public image of the locd Fire Department. Thisaong
with the public’ s need for accurate information and the medid s need for interesting stories presents a
chdlenging Stuation. Meeting these three separate gods can be accomplished through a comprehensive
media program designed to enhance the relationship of the fire department with the mediawhile
protecting it from misguotes, misrepresentations and legd liabilities. Preserving individud privacy rights
and providing for the safety of the media on the emergency scene are d <o criticd factorsin developing a
sound program.

The primary problem addressed is that the Elgin Fire Department does not have a
comprehensive media program with written policies.

The purpose of this research was to gather pertinent information and materia to be used in the
development of amediardations program for the EIgin Fire Department. The action research method
was used.

The research questions addressed were:
1 What components are needed for the development of a successful and comprehensive media
relaions program?
2. What existing written policies or guiddines are available to be used as “models’ for the
development of amedia program?
3. Of the identified components for a successful media program, which ones are gpplicable to the
Elgin Fire Department?

The research procedure employed used literature reviews and persond interview. Through

these sources “modd” written policies and media education programs were found. Numerous articles



dedlt with communication skills with the media. Lega sources were aso used to research the issues of
Freedom of Information, Privacy Rights, and Rights to Information.

The results showed that a comprehensve media relaions program includes the components of
media education, communication skills and written policies. Media education is defined as educating the
mediain fire department operations. Communications skillsinvolves training fire department personne
in how to talk to the media Written policies provide the congstent guidelines needed to communicate
accurate and non+legdly lidble information. Sample programs were found from other fire departments
with regard to media education and written policies.

Recommendations for the Elgin Fire Department included the development of written policies
and guidelines. These documents woud specify the who, what, when and where of our response to
mediainquiries. The concept of media education was addressed by suggesting an annua breskfast
meseting with local media to discuss safety and legd issues as well as giving an orientation to fire
department operaions. A find recommendation was to have dl personne trained in media

communications and the written policies.
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INTRODUCTION

In order to enhance it’s posditive public image the Fire Service needs to develop agood working
relaionship with the locd media. A mutudly beneficid partnership with the press, tlevison and radio
can bea“win-win-win” stuaion. The media getstimely and accurate materid, the public gets
interesting and informative news and the Fire Service reinforces it' s image as an efficient customer
service oriented government agency.

Cresting this partnership however can be difficult if there are no guideines and boundaries.
Freedom of the Press has to be ba anced with arespect for an individua's privacy rights. Information
can only be safely given if it is both legdly and ethicaly within limits. For example, the names of juvenile
firesettersif given to the media can violate some Statutes and will undoubtedly cause needless
embarrassment and pain to the offender and hisfamily. This dilemma has been successfully addressed
by other Fire Departments like Phoenix and Hollywood Florida to name afew. In these departments
specific written procedures and policies have been developed and implemented. They have found a
ba ance between mediainformation and privacy rights.

This paper addresses the problem: The Elgin Illinois Fire Department does not presently have a
comprehensive written policy or guiddines related to information given to the media.

Dueto thisfact , there is often confusion as to who speaks for the department to the media what

information can be given. Thisis epecidly a concern on routine fire and

ambulance cdls where no public information officer is officidly desgnated. This problem leadsto

inconsistency as well as avulnerability to mistakenly violating someones rights.



The purpose of this study was to develop a plan for a comprehensive media relations program
for the Elgin Fire Department. This study uses action research methodology to address the following
research questions:

1 What components are needed for the development a comprehensive media relations

program?

2. What written policies and guiddlines are available for use as“modes’ for the

development of a media program?

3. Of the identified components for a successful media program which ones are gpplicable

to the Elgin Fire Department?

BACKGROUND and SIGNIFICANCE

The City of Elgin lllinoisisamid-size city gpproximately 40 miles northwest of Chicago. The
resident population is 82,000 and is rapidly growing. The city itself wasincorporated in 1854 and the
fire department was established in 1867. The population is of mixed race with significant percentages of
Black, Higpanic and Laotian minorities.

In 1997, the Elgin Fire Department had 109 career firefighters operating four (4) Advanced Life
Support (ALS) ambulances, one (1) ALS Fire Engine, four (4) additiond Engine Companies and two
(2) Ladder companies. Three shiftsrotated on a24 hr. on and 48 hr. off schedule. The Fire
Department responded to atota of 8445 darmsin 1996. Fire darms accounted for 2418 of these

adarms with the remaining 6027 being emergency medica service cals.



The locd mediathat coversthe Elgin areaincludes two daily newspapers, acable TV news
team and two radio gations. Dueto its close proximity to Chicago, there are often inquiries from
severad other newspapers, radio stations and televison when mgor events occur in the city. It isnot
unusud to have mgor network coverage for fires involving degths or mgor dollar loss.

Overdl the Elgin Fire Department enjoys aworking relationship with thelocd media Most
stories are supportive and accurate. However, on occasion there have been inaccuracies, misquotes
and misunderstandings. A recent article on ahigh risefire (Daily Herald July 16, 1997) recently
reported that 100 residents had to be evacuated and the * engine ladder tower was used to extinguish
the fire from the exterior.” In redity, thiswas a“room and contents’ fire quickly extinguished using a
handline. The sources quoted in this article were Police Officers. No fire department officid was
contacted or interviewed regarding thisfire. Thistype of Stuation has occurred previoudy. At one
multi-million dollar fire the press interviewed an uninformed firefighter regarding fireground tactics. This
resulted in aless than favorable critique of our department's capabilities. In thisfirefighter's opinion we
should have extinguished thisfire with ahandline. Unfortunately, he had a different point of view than
the Fire Officers on the scene who did not talk with the press. These problems seem to have resulted
from an unclear policy on media relaions and a misunderstanding of fire department operations by the
media

Information exchange with the mediaiis addressed in a brief written policy by the Elgin Fire
Department (Appendix A). This policy states that awritten report will be made available to the press
“whenever you have an darm of unusud circumstance or dollar loss.” Traditiondly, fire scene
information is given to the media by the incident commander or a Deputy Chief. This assgnment can be

delegated to a Public Information Officer (PIO) in mgor incidents. Ambulance information can be given



to the media by an officer assgned to the ambulance. This practice however, does not gppear in a
written policy nor are there specific guiddines addressing what information can be given and what needs
to be withheld in order to protect an individuds privacy. An example would be on ambulance cdls.
What information if any can be given -regarding the patient'sillness or injuries? Can we even describe
their condition as "serious' or "criticd™? On fire incidents can we tdl| the pressthat afire cause was
"children playing with matches?' Without guidelines, the responses to these questions can vary between

individua officers.

It is anticipated that these problems will repeat themsdaves unless a clear palicy iswritten that
defines who speaks to the media and what can be said. Additionally, educating the mediaon fire

department operations prior to incident can be beneficia to accurate reporting.

This paper was prepared to satisfy the requirements for the Executive Development Classin the
Executive Fire Officer Program at the Nationd Fire Academy (“NFA”). This research relatesto the
units on problem solving, legd aspects and marketing in the public sector. As presented in the problem
solving unit a systematic gpproach was used. The problem was defined, a god established, the Situation
andyzed, drategies defined, and an action plan recommended. A definitive action plan, implementing

and monitoring the plan, and evauation will need to occur &t alater date.



LITERATURE REVIEW

Severd aticles on mediareations were found in areview of the available literature a the
Nationa Emergency Training Center’ s Learning Resource Center. These articles for the most part can
be categorized into the sub-headings of legd aspects regarding mediainformation, interview techniques
when deding with the media and education of the media. There was limited information on written fire

department policies regarding mediarelaions.

L egal Aspects

The lega concepts of Freedom of Information, Individua Privacy Rights and Freedom of the
Press need to be understood in order to develop amedia policy that isfar and respectful of individuds
yet informative to the public. A clear understanding of the interplay of these concepts will also reduce
the risk of afire department’ s ligbility.

Attorneys Lawrence and Ilona Hogan address these issuesin their book, “Lega Aspects of the
Fire Service’ (1995). Chapter 19 specificaly speaks to the public's right to know vs. the need for
confidentidity. They are quoted “ There is an on-going struggle in our society to balance freedom of
gpeech and press against the need of the government to keep some things confidentid” (pg 251). The
authors explored this dilemma through related sample case histories. Hogan and Hogan dso have a
section of their book entitled "When to keep your mouth shut” (pg 262-262) that explores examples of
successful and unsuccessful reactions to mediainquires.

These same concepts of Right to Privacy and Freedom of Information are aso addressed in
chapter 7, Legd Issues, of the Emergency Medica Services Public Information, Education and

Reations Manua (EMS PIER) (1994). In this chapter the Freedom of Information Act is thoroughly



explained and exemptionsto thislaw are detalled. Privacy rights are discussed dong with the public
safety rights of emergency responders to secure hazardous scenes and deny mediaaccess. Thislast
concern isdiscussed in chapter 8, entitled “ Taking it to the Streets” it is stated “Y ou cannot restrict
media from covering a story, but you can limit their access to certain areasif the command daff believes
it to be dangerous or if it interferes with emergency operaions’ (pg 56). The PIER Manud isa
comprehensive training manua used to educate Public Information Officers working in the area of

emergency Services.

Communicating with the Media

Severd trade magazine articles address the agpect of communication skills when deding with
the media Blundell and Kuban in their article “Nine types of media questions’ (July 1995) give advice
on answering common mediainquires. They categorize questionsin 9 types. such as “the multiple
question” and the “ranking question.” The objective of this article gppears to be to protect the Fire
Department from embarrassment and misquotes.

A smilarly defensve gpproach istaken by Lt. John Kanein his article “ The Care and Feeding
of the MediaMongter” (July 1996). Lt. Kanewarnsthat "thereis no such thing as off the record” and
never say," no comment” (pg 43). He do lists 20 news media commandments such as* Say it 30
seconds’ and "never wear dark glasses during an interview” (pg. 46). Ironicaly the second to the last
paragraph of the article advises the reader to “findly, rdlax”. Lt. Kane does make a case for having a
media plan prior to any disaster.

Jerry Rosendahl aso addresses media communicationsin his article “ Dedling with the Media’

(Feb. 1994). In addition to his smple and straight forward advice such as *honesty isthe best policy”
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and “portray apositiveimage’ (pg. 25), he suggests educating the media about the Fire department.
He specificdly advises “invite them to the department for atour of the apparatus, equipment and
gation” (pg. 25).

Proactive communications as means of providing timely informeation to the media while not
adding to on scene stress at an incident is discussed in articles by Michagl Trunko (1995) and Ronny
Coleman (1997). Both authors favor the use of press releases as a means of controlling information
exchange while not diverting time and energy from the emergency scene. The emergency press rdease
is coupled with the gppointment of a Public Information Officer (“PIO”) as designated by the Incident
Management System (“IMS’). A caseis made for the PIO being a permanent job function on the fire
department as opposed to an on scene gppointment. A permanently designated PIO would have the
benefit it of a pre-established rgpport with media representatives. This assgnment would iminate the
confusion as to who speaks to the media. Establishing a permanent PIO, using press releases and
having timely press conferences would provide a steedy flow of information without hampering

emergency operations.

Media Education

In addition to Rosendahl's suggestion of media education, Bob Rihawritesin hisarticle “Media
Reations Guiddines for Public Safety Personnel” (July 1996), “ The key to successful relationsis
education and communication” (pg. 21). He suggests forming a media committee made up of loca
media and fire representatives to develop policies and procedures related to emergency Stuations. Itis
his belief that such ajoint venture would lead to more effective working relationships and provide for

less confused and safer operations at the emergency scene.
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Media education has been taken to an even higher leve by the Phoenix Fire Department. In his
aticle “Phoenix Certifies Journdigsto Report It Right” (May 1997), Tim Smmons outlines the basic
objectives and course content of the Phoenix Fire Department program. He stresses that the two main
reasons for thistraining are for media safety and public education regarding the Fire Service. Sarah
Stdhbush in asmilar article for Phoenix Fire Works (May/July 1997) discusses the media experience at
the five day Media Academy completed thislast April. She States, “The program was initiated because
the public does have aright to information which they are provided by way of the media. The media,
however, has aright to get the story safely” (pg 2) A second benefit to this academy isthat partnerships
are established between the fire department and media This further insures accurate and fair reporting.

Stahlbush writes, “The result is a partnership between two organizations from which everyone benefits’

(Pg. 3).

Written Policies and M edia Wor ksheets

The literature reviewed offered little in the way of model mediapolicies. Patrick Cote (1994) in
the EMS PIER Manua published two sample policies. One policy was from the Sedgwick County
(KS) EMS Department (Appendix B) and the second was from The Newport News Fire Department
(Appendix C). Both of this policies were smple and straightforward making them adaptable to the
needs of the Elgin Fire Department. A sample policy was aso procured from the Phoenix Fire
Department.

The idea of media worksheets was presented in two different articles. Ken Hines (April 1994)
advocates the regular use of these worksheets when dealing with the media. He states“ Every journdist

will follow the basic five “Ws’ and “H” method of gathering facts. The who, what. where, when, why
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and how” (pg. 32). The questions can be anticipated by formulating a worksheet that would be
consgtently used in mogt situations. Wayne Mallliard of the Hollywood FHorida Fire Department dsois
a proponent of mediaworksheets. In his applied research paper (1995) he presents asample
worksheet (Appendix D) that he developed for his own department. This worksheet follows the advice

of Hinesin addressing the five “Ws’ and “H” question methodology.

PROCEDURES

Research for this paper began in June 1997 with aliterature review at the Learning Resource
Center (“LRC”) at the Nationd Emergency Training Center (“NETC”) in Emmitsburg, Maryland. In
additiond literature review was done a the Gail Borden Public Library in Elgin, Illinoisin September
1997. Severd trade magazine articles and books were found related to the subject matter under the
cataog title of “mediardations’.

Interviews were conducted with alawyer, a media consultant and severa fire department public
relations personnel.

Attorney Lawrence Hogan, co-author of the book, “Lega Aspects of the Fire Service”, was
interviewed on June 11, 1997 regarding the issues of Freedom of the Press, Freedom of Information
and Privecy Rights asit relates to the fire departments and the media

Robert Doran, media consultant was interviewed on July 30, 1997 after he presented a
workshop to the Elgin Police Department on freedom of information issues. The legd aspects of

confidentidity and the public’ sright-to-know were discussed. He also advised me of afurther resource
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on written media relations policies for fire departments by referring meto his brother Captain Roger

Doran of the Skokieg, Illinois Fire Department.

Battdian Chief Kevin McGeg, from the Prince William County Department of Fire and Rescue
was interviewed by telephone on October 27, 1997 regarding his department’ s written media policy
and mediardations program. Christina Kely of the Phoenix Fire Department’ s Media Relaions
Divison was interviewed on October 24, 1997 regarding their department’ s media policy and media
education program. Captain Roger Doran of the Skokie Fire Department was interviewed October 21,

1997. Media policies and use of media worksheets was discussed.

Written policies and media worksheets were requested from severd fire departments. Those

received and gpplicable to the Elgin Fire Department are located in the indicated appendices.

These interviews, literature reviews and mode policies form the basis for development of this

research.

Limitations

This research was limited by the relative lack of written and comprehensive media policies
avallable through the literature reviews and persond contacts with fire departments. Thislimitation
could be diminished by use of internet cgpabilitiesin the future. Inquiries through this medium would
likely result in considerably more responses to arequest for written policies, procedures and

workshests.
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Definitions

EXECUTIVE STAFF OFFICER. Thisterm refersto the rank of Deputy Fire Chief, Divison
Chiefs and higher rank on the Elgin Fire Department.

PUBLIC INFORMATION OFFICER. Thisterm refersto fire department personnd assigned
to interact with the media

STAFF OFFICER. Thisrefersto the rank of Captain and above on the Elgin Fire Department.

Thiswould include Captains, Deputy Chiefs, Training Officers, Fire Chief and the Fire Marshall.

RESULTS

1 What components ar e needed for the development of a compr ehensive media

relations program?

A review of the available literature and interviews with fire department Public Relations Officers,
amedia consultant and an attorney revealed some common components believed to be necessary for a
successful media rdations programs.  These components include communication skills training,
gpplicable lega training, education of the media regarding fire department operations, and some form of
written policy or worksheet to be used as a guiddine for fire department personnel.

Among the most commonly cited components was the need for good communication skills by
whomever was to addressthe media. Severd articles discussed this need by focusing on responses to
anticipated mediainquires. Articlestitled, "Nine Types of Media Questions. and How to Respond to
Them” (Blunddl 1995), "Dedling with the Media: Tips From A Pro Who Has Worked Both Sides of

the Fire Line" (Hines 1994) and "The Care and Feeding of the Media Mongter: (Kane 1996) are
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examples of the literature written to coach and advise fire personnd on how to safely respond to
reporters without being manipulated into giving ingppropriate information. These articles not only focus
on traditiond communication skills like being clear, concise and articulate but they aso stress the content
of replies. Specificdly, they concentrate on being informative and portraying a postive image while not
becoming vulnerable legdly or ethically.

Another related component that was repegtedly identified during the research was aworking
legal knowledge of the concepts of "Freedom of Information”, "Right to Privacy", and "Freedom of the
Press’. Knowing legd limitationsis commonly recognized as necessary regarding information releases.
What information to give or not to give and the limitations of media access to the emergency scene were
addressed by Attorneys Hogan and Hogan as well as other authors and experts interviewed.

Media education about fire department operations was found to be a component advocated by
many of the researched sources. The Phoenix Fire Department has been a forerunner in this areawith
the establishment of afive day "Media Academy.” This academy certifies media personnd not only in
the subject of fire department operations but dso in persond safety consderations. Other departments
a0 report great vaue in having amedia education program. Prince William County (Va) Fire and
Rescue reports that they have monthly luncheons with the areamedia and other county departments not
only asameansto ar out potentia problems but aso as an educationd information exchange. Thistype
of gathering dso dlows for clarification of expectations by both parties. In an article by Bob Riha,
"Media Rdations. Guidelines for Public Safety Personnd (1996). The formation of ajoint media and
fire department committee is advocated for involvement in media policy development. Bob Riha quotes
from The Standard Manud of the Law Enforcement Agency Accreditation Program (Chapter 54:

Public Information, April 1994): “By alowing media representatives to participate in the process of
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developing policies and procedures relating to the public information function, agencies can receive input
that should lead to more effective working rel ationships between agency and media personnel.”

The use of written guideines and or worksheets is dso a component that supports good media
relaions. Though only afew written policies were found notably, the Newport News Fire Department,
Sedgwick County EMS, Prince William County Fire and Rescue (Appendix E) and the Phoenix Fire
Department (Appendix F). Many departments had media worksheets. The worksheets not only help
the PIO or Incident Commander organize information to present to the media, they dso provide a
guiddine for what information will be given and by its omisson on the form, what information will not be
given. Worksheets from the Hollywood (Forida) Fire Department and Prince William County Fire and
Rescue (Appendix G). are smilar in content with format variaion the only difference. Ken Hinesin his
aticle, "Offendve and Defensive media tactics (1995) presents a generic type of mediaworksheet
(Appendix H). He supportstheir use saying, "A mediaworksheet can be aussful ad, especidly if the

designated information officer does not have agreat dedl of experience deding with the press’ (pg 72).

Unexpected Results

During this research the question of "Who should spesk to the media?' surfaced on occasion.
The answers given during interviews with fire department public relaions personnd varied. For some
departments there is a permanently assgned Public Relations Officer (PIO) who serves asthe main
contact for the mediafor most incidents. For other departments, the Incident Commander or his
designee (the incident's assigned P1O) is the spokesperson for the incident. On EM S incidents, some
departments use the lead paramedic as the spokesperson. It appears that there is awide range of

responses to this question.
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The unexpected finding on this matter came from the Phoenix Fire Department. Ms. Chrigtina
Kély of their public reations department (Phone interview 10-28-97) reported that dl firefighters
regardless of rank or seniority were encouraged to interact with the media if so gpproached. Each
firefighter is given a"media card” to use as a guiddine when spesking with the media (Appendix 1).
Frefighters dso recelve training in media reations during their recruit school. This gpproach places the
responsibility for giving accurate and gppropriate information to the media on al personnd. It aso gives
them the shared respongibility of portraying a postive image to the public. This gpproach requires

traning in mediardations a dl levelsand it requires trust in your personnd.

What written policies or proceduresare availablefor useas" models' for use by Fire
Departments?

There were afew written policies found that could serve as examples for development of a
policy for the Elgin Fire Department. The PIER manud offered two sample policies one from an
Emergency Medica Services provider, the Sedgwick County EM S and one from a career fire
department the Newport News Fire Department. The Prince William County Fire and Rescue Service
offered a county wide policy that includes the fire department and the Phoenix Fire Department had a
detailed written standard operating procedure cons stent with the Incident Management System. For
the most part departments contacted did not have aforma written policy or their policies did not
provide aguideline for mediainteraction.

Some written guidelines were found in the form of mediainformation sheets. The Hollywood
Fire Department is an example of this type of written format and as mentioned previoudy, Ken Hines

(1995) developed a generic type of mediaworksheet that was a composite of severd fire departments
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(Appendix H). These worksheets gave the user abasis for information to be given. If information was

not on the worksheet this often indicated thet it was not to be given out.

What identified component of a comprehensive media relation program are adaptableto the
Elgin Fire Department?

Given the background and higtory of the Elgin Fire Department, many of the identified
components can be used in some form in the development of our media rdations program. The specific
aress of media communications skills training of personnel, development of written guiddines, and

education of the mediaare dl adaptable in modified forms.

In recent years, the Elgin Fire Department’ s Staff has had expaosure to workshops and training
regarding media communications. In most cases the fire department’ s executive saff has served asthe
primary contact to the area media regarding emergency incidents. On occasion, company officers and
paramedics have interacted with the media usudly at the direction of executive saff officers. Expanson
of mediatraining to include communication skillsand legd limitations can be developed to include dl
personnel. Theintent isto have everyone understand the process even though they may not be assigned
to act as the media contact. Thistraining could be done in house through the training department or

through an outside consultant.

Presently, awritten policy and media sheet is available in our department’s policy manud. The
present policy is brief and does not offer any specific guidelines, the media sheet could dso be
expanded to include more detail. Using the policies and media sheets found during this research as

models, both of these items can be further developed by the department staff.
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The concept of educating the media would be a new endeavor for the Elgin Fire Department.
Dueto time and budget congraints a limited program could be developed. The Phoenix program would
not be feasible, however, for the Elgin Fire Department due to cost and time condraints. A one day
workshop or symposum could accomplish any of the same objectives. The god would be an improved
relationship based on mutualy agreed expectations with the media and an understanding of the fire
department emergency operations. This could result in more accurate reporting, improved media safety

on emergency scene and a more accurate and positive public image for the fire department.

DISCUSSION

During the literature review at the Learning Resource Center at the NETC, it became evident
that a mgjority of the articles written on “mediarelations’ were concerned with how to respond to the
media. Their appeared to be agreat dea of mistrust of the press. Fears of being misquoted,
misrepresented or legdly ligble dominate the articles written. The mediais often seen as an opposing
force with a differing agendain conflict with thet of afire service. Theintengty of these fedings and
perceptions puts those assgned as Public Information Officers into a defengve position. That haslittle

benefit for dl those involved.

Fortunately not dl articles and interviews supported this dark perception. A more hopeful
attitude was expressed by some. From these sources, idess like media education and the formation of
joint committees of media and fire personnel emerged. Cooperative ventures between the two

organizations was seen as helpful, pogitive and achievable.
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Higtoricdly, the mediain the Elgin area have been positive toward the fire department, however
there have been problems. Inaccuracies and misrepresentations have occurred. At times these have
generated ill fedings and mistrust from fire department staff. Persona agendas by the media and the
need for an interesting story ill have the potentid to obscure the facts of the Stuation. Often times it
seemsthat alittle media education could go along way in explaining our actions on the emergency
scene. Good communications could aso diminate misunderstandings that have occurred regarding the
internal non-emergency operations within our department. Establishing persond rdationships with the
media can hep diminate impersond judgments on each others motives and it avails itsdlf to conflict
resolution.

Media education as presented by the Phoenix Fire Department’s Media Academy is
impressve. However, for smal non-urban departmentsit’s not practica from a cost effective
viewpoint. Thetime, personnel and costs are prohibitive for most departments. The Phoenix programs
gods of providing the mediawith an orientation to locd fire department operations has merit as does the
need to educate them on persona safety at the emergency scene. These objectives can be pursued by
local departments using other more limited forums such as seminars, tours and symposums. The end
result is to educate the media using whatever means are available localy.

Internd training of al fire personnd on media communications though important, will likely meet
resstance. Digtrugt of the media aong with a discomfort of public speaking will make it difficult for
some personnd to find thistraining gpplicable. Not everyoneis qudified or desrous of being aPIO.
This training needs to be presented as an overview and not ajob assgnment. Again, looking at
Phoenix’s media relations policy, everyone is encouraged to speak with the media but it’s not

mandatory and many departments differ on their view of who spegksto the media Training everyonein
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department policies and guidelines can do no harm and it will promote a better understanding of overdl
department operations. Also suggested is the development of atraining unit devoted to media relations
that can be included in the recruit training academy. Early exposure to possible media Stuations would

be good preparatory training.

The development of written policiesis not a one person job. It requires input from various
sources to be effective. Among those who must be considered are the fire chief and associated Staff,
media representatives or consultants and the lega department for the jurisdiction involved. A sound
policy will withstand legdl chalenges while satisfying media needs and providing a guiddine for fire
officids. A task force or committee could be a possible means of accomplishing thisgod. By whatever
means used to devel op these policies the written format will need lega review prior to implementing.
Further development of a mediaworksheet can streamline the contents of the policy and can be a user
friendly tool. The policies and worksheets collected represent a diverse cross section of fire
departments. A thorough review of each by Elgin Fire Department Staff can assst in the development

of our own unique policy.

Safeguarding the fire department while improving media relations can be accomplished through
the establishment of written policies, media education and departmentd training as suggested by the

results.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the research findings, reated interviews and the background of the Elgin Fire
Department the following recommendations are made.

It is recommended that the Elgin Fire Department develop a comprehensive mediainformation
policy and media worksheet to be used as aguiddine by dl personnel. This policy should be developed
by the department’ s executive saff and reviewed by the city’slegd department prior to full
implementation. The use of sample policies as supplied in this research can form the framework for a
more customized policy for the Elgin Fire Department. Thelegd review will insure thet the issues of
Privacy Rights and Freedom of Information are addressed. Thiswritten guiddine will dso provide for
conggtency in the rlease of mediainformation and it will clarify asto what personnel will be designated
to interact with the media

Training of dl personnd in communication skills with the mediais aso recommended. This
training should incorporate use of the written policy as well as specific training in response to media
questioning. The use of an outsde consultant for this training would be optima. A qudified “media
expert” would be able to give the benefit of their experience asatraining tool. Presently, there are no
such individuas among our personnd. The suggestion that dl personne be trained even though they
may not be a desgnated Public Information Officer, thiswould be of vaue in understanding the
organization’s gods and philosophy. It would aso be preparatory training for future Staff and Executive
Staff Officers.

The find recommendation is for some type of training to be established for the mediaregarding
fire department operations and policies. Thistraining would focus on developing a mutud understanding

of each others expectations and limitations. It would aso insure more accurate reporting and would
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mogt likely improve the fire department’ s public image. The vehicle for this training could be an annud
or semi annud breskfast meeting where local media and selected fire department personnel would meet
to discuss their concerns as well as providing the media with atour of equipment and facilitiesand an
explanaion emergency operaions. Part of thistraining would include safety issues regarding the

media s protection on the scene. An annud meeting is suggested as a minimum in order to train new
media personnd that may have been hired or assgned to cover fire department events. It will dso give
veteran media personnd an opportunity to bring up any new concerns. The annua breskfast would by
no means be the only available opportunity for emerging issues to be addressed. Hopefully, the spirit of

cooperation that this forum provides will be carried over throughout the year.

These recommendations are made in an effort to improve mediarelaions and to provide our
personnd with some security in the form of a guiddine when dedling with the media On the Elgin Fire
Department, policy development and training remains a team effort anongst staff members. Additiond
ideas and concerns would likely be generated regarding the actuad implementation of awritten policy

and training for personnd and media

It is recommended that an evauation of the implemented policy and program be done after its

firdt year of operation.
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